PRACTICING SOCIOLOGICAL IMAGINATION THROUGH WRITING SOCIOLOGICAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY*
Sociological imagination is a quality of mind that cannot be adopted by simply teaching students its discursive assumptions. Rather, it is a disposition, in competition with other forms of sensibility', which can be acquired only when it is practiced. Adhering to this important pedagogical assumption, students were assigned to write their sociological autobiography. While in the process of establishing a connection between their biography and social history, stu dents were encouraged to narrate their life stories using sociological language.
After completing the project, they were asked to comment on their work. Stu dent responses show the positive dimensions involved (including unintended therapeutic consequences) and the major hurdles that they experienced in executing the assignment. In the latter case, the major problem was writing a sociological autobiography qualitatively distinct from what might be referred to as '''plain autobiography." Results reinforce the idea that sociological in struction is better handled when sociological imagination is viewed as a lin guistic habitus which serves both as a medium of communication and an intel lectual instrument of looking at the social world.
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The question of imparting the salient assumptions of sociological imagination (Mills [1959] 2000)1 to students is an im portant didactic issue that sociology educa tors have dealt with in various ways (Adams 1986; Bidwell 1995; Dandaneu 2001; Eck stein, Schoenike and Delaney 1995; Kauf man 1997; Leming 1990; O'Flaherty 1992; Persell, Peeiffer and Syed 2007) . A critical *The author wishes to thank Karen Stocker, three anonymous reviewers, and the editor of Teaching Sociology, for their insightful com ments on earlier versions of this manuscript. Editor's note: The reviewers were, in alpha betical order, Cathryn Brubaker, Suzanne S. Hudd, and Rosemary F. Powers.
reading of these important pedagogical notes and studies offers two significant les sons. First, an effective way of igniting and reinforcing sociological imagination should not be premised on the idea of merely "teaching" it. A learning process in which there is a one-way relationship between the instructor as a narrator with a privileged intellectual position and the student as a passive listener may not bring the desired outcome (See Auster and MacRone 1994; Walker 1996) . A one-sided instructional relationship diminishes students as active agents of learning. Thus, it is insightful to view the instructor as a facilitator who is both resourceful and acts as a devil's advo cate in the development of sociological imagination. By so assuming, we can put into practice the critical and creative proc [ The most important features of sociological imagination as spelled out by C. Wright Mills include the ability to see the interplay between data and theory, the intersection between per sonal biography and social history, and the in terconnectedness of varied forms of social life.
Teaching Sociology, Vol. 37, 2009 (October:353-368) 353 354_TEACHING SOCIOLOGY esses that the term imagination suggests. Secondly, Mills's expression of sociological imagination as a quality of mind needs to be taken seriously. As both a practical and discursive consciousness, sociological imagination cannot be achieved in short order. It needs to be nurtured overtime through multiple steps, two of which have a notable place. In one of them, the instructor engages students in an intellectual space in which they are able to see the qualitative difference between sociological imagination and other forms of sensibility. In another one, students are offered the opportunity to practice it through various ways, including the examination and interpretation of feature films (Prendergast 1986; Tiemann and Tip ton 1993) , literature (Sullivan 1982) , photo graphs (Chad 2002), instances of racism (Haddad and Lieberman 2002) , social ob jects (Kaufman 1997 ) and others. Indeed, sociological imagination, as a creative act, is best internalized when it is practiced.
More exactly, it is when sociological imagination is viewed as a disposition that one can better be prepared to deal with the challenges of instruction. Sociology instruc tors can be effective educators when they are intent on considering the intricacies in volved in the adoption of sociological dispo sition. Sociological imagination may not be embraced instantaneously even by those who are attracted to it because nurturing it implies that the person in question needs to go through some form of re-socialization.
And old habits do not go away easily. To use Pierre Bourdieu's expression, since one's habitus is an enduring embodied sen sibility, although not a permanent one, it cannot be abandoned every time we are exposed to new ideas even if they are earth shattering (Bourdieu 1992 ; see also Brint 2001) . Hence, it would be unwise to aim at destroying an old habitus in one stroke.
Instead the instructor should pave the way for embracing sociological disposition alongside with other forms of sensibility. In this sense, sociological imagination involves the ability to move between sociological consciousness and other forms of cultural and social viewpoints. Such a view under scores the idea that the possessor of socio logical imagination can be engaged in "double hermeneutics" (Giddens 1984) : one can make a good interpretation of how indi viduals make sense of their social world.
There are various techniques through which sociological imagination/disposition can be cultivated or exercised. One such important technique is writing sociological autobiography (Adams 1986; Berger 1990; Dunn 1994; Long 1999; Merton 1988; Miller and Miller 1976; Myers 2004; Shostak 1996) . Autobiographical writing is an important step in the development of sociological imagination primarily because it is an intensive act of self-reflection in which one's autobiographical data is exam ined on the basis of transpersonal assump tions. This intersection of biography and social history, as Mills ([1959] 2000) calls it, could be viewed as a journey into a fa miliar social world via a new route. In this journey, the autobiographer objectifies the familiar and the taken for granted while at the same time being immersed in it. By act ing as a detached observer and someone who has a firsthand exposure to his/her own life story, the autobiographer examines the role of "external" social forces thereby delving into an understanding of intra personal dynamics. Yet the autobiographer, who sees his/her biography as one among manifold intersecting biographies, is able to demystify "the increasing sense of being moved by obscure forces" (Mills [1959] 2000:13).
Although sociological autobiography in volves the process of putting the personal under sociological scrutiny, it is not meant to demonstrate a deterministic stance. Indi vidual behavior takes place in a social con text, an environment which is also produced and reproduced by the very people who are conditioned by it (Giddens 1984 refer to as "plain autobiography" and "sociological autobiography." Plain autobi ography tends to be atheoretical and ahis torical. This is not to suggest that plain autobiographies are not premised on a set of assumptions. There is no writing without some sort of perspective. Generally speak ing, however, what makes the two autobi ographies distinct is that plain autobiogra phy involves narration in which the author does not situate the personal within the so cial or historical. He/she is merely bound to the personal. Consequently, plain autobiog raphy and sociological autobiography differ from each other because the former is a first order interpretation of one's life while the latter is a second-order interpretation of individual life history. The term first in "first-order" is meant to suggest that au thors are merely stepping in their autobio graphical data, that is, they focus on self reflection and the construction or recon struction of their biographies without the ory. On the other hand, the authors of so ciological autobiography take a second step: They have to be "ghost writers" of their own life story equipped with a set of socio logical assumptions. That is, they step in and step out of themselves in order to see themselves in a social and historical con text. By objectifying themselves and by consciously making use of both social and historical data along with sociological con cepts and principles, sociological autobiog raphers are able to examine the course of their life in a manner which plain autobio graphical writing does not permit.2
In order to facilitate the students' writing of a second-order autobiography, I did four things throughout the quarter. First, back ground information on the concept of socio logical imagination was provided. In this case, the intersection between "biography" and "social history," and the relationship between "private troubles" and "public is sues" a la C. Wright Mills ([1959 Mills ([ ] 2000 , were explained and discussed in class. To gether with these, how sociological imagi nation is antithetical to "grand the ory" (theory construction without regard for empirical data) and abstracted empiri cism" (data analysis without theory) were the subject of deliberation. Accordingly, students were advised to examine the inter 2A sociological autobiography need not be written by an individual whose profession is sociology. There are quite a few biographies authored by non-sociologists which qualify as sociological biography. Even plain biographies, as one of the reviewers has aptly noted may contain important information on social history, can be useful in understanding the intersection between biography and social history. which I emphasized the social circum stances that led me to where I am now. In this, I focused on the major social events that had an indirect or direct bearing on constraining or enabling me as an actor. Finally, students were repeatedly reminded that their papers would be evaluated for style and grammar and, most importantly, for using appropriate sociological language in their interpretation of their autobiographi cal data, the wealth of both personal and social information presented, and the at tempt made in examining the intersection between biography and social processes. In this regard, they were encouraged to get the most out of the sociology classes that they have taken. Students were also reminded not to put personally sensitive material in their autobiographies if they thought that they could be harmed by doing so.3 To en courage disciplined and focused attention, we held several brief discussions over the term, reviewing the specifics of the assign ment, what it means to think sociologically, 3This was not meant to discourage students from addressing sensitive personal issues. The note was meant to address to student privacy rights. Yet few have refrained from discussing their personal troubles. The same notes were so informational that they have affected my peda gogical views.
how to link data and theory, the role of his torical data in social research, and the writ ing process. Taken as a whole, students' papers came to constitute a rich body of data.
DATA AND INTERPRETATION
Data for this study was based on informa tion collected from students who have taken an upper division level class at a state uni versity. The class is entitled "Social Change and Social Movements" (SOC 444). Almost all students who took the class had a mini mum of four sociology classes prior to en rolling in SOC 444. After completing the aforementioned assignment, as a partial fulfillment for completing the class, stu dents were asked to answer a set of ques tions meant to assess the significance of the assignment and the problems that they have faced while working on their projects. I was encouraged to collect further information after quite a few students brought to my attention that the assignment was either one of the hardest or the most interesting pro jects that they had during their college ex perience. A total of 76 students participated in the study. Out of these only 7 students were not sociology majors. Five questions were emailed to students after they com pleted their research projects. The questions were discussed in class for further clarifica tion and in anticipation of forthcoming questions. The questions were intended to gather information on: 1) impressions of their work; 2) the steps that they used in the construction of their biography; 3) the so ciological concepts they used; 4) difficulties they encountered; and 5) the positive out comes of their project. Every student was obligated to answer the questions as part of fulfilling the requirements for completing the assignment. In order to avoid bias and exaggerated statements equal number of points was given to all students.4 4I cannot claim that I have successfully avoided all conditions that might have contrib uted to exaggerated statements. To minimize bias, students were informed that I would read WRITING SOCIOLOGICAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY_357_
The answers to the questions ranged from 3 to 15 lines. Although most of the answers were informative, not all students addressed all aspects of the questions. In some cases, the answers were not only brief, but they were also devoid of useful content. Accord ingly, in selecting quotes for this article, the substance, and not the style of the answers, was the main criterion. Where grammatical errors occurred, I took the liberty to insert appropriate terms. In addition to reading student papers, the discussions that I had with students both in and out of class were 
RESULTS
In answering these five questions, students generally described their experience as posi tive, appreciated the opportunity to engage in a systematic reflection on their lives, and noted the welcome but unexpected therapeu tic consequences of their self-deliberation. Most followed a chronological approach to their autobiography, although some focused on analyzing pivotal life events. They noted the difficulty of choosing both a focus and specific details, as well as the special chal lenge and reward of applying sociological concepts to their personal experience. The following presents students' responses un der three themes: Student Impressions and Outcomes; Choices and Difficulties in Con structing Autobiography, and the Challenge of Applying Sociological Concepts.
Student Impressions and Outcomes
Most students reported that they were able to see themselves deeply and were passion their responses after submitting grades. Overall, students were candid both in the discussion of their life histories and in their responses to the survey questions.
ate about their work. One student stated, "The autobiography that I completed was an in-depth view of my life. I was able to fully understand who I am and what I am about. I feel the work I completed was passionate and truthful." A good number of students indicated that they found the assignment to be unique as was the case for the student that wrote, "This paper was unlike any pa per I had ever written." The uniqueness of the assignment lay in the fact that in their own projects they played the position of double subject. First, they were the subject of analysis?the project was about them and their related-others as made clear in the following, "It was about me and not just simply about using sociological terms in a long paper." Secondly, they were active subjects, for they were the ones who did the reflection. In the words of one student, "I reflected back on my life and made an effort to remember the social events that took place during my lifetime and how those events affected me." The act of being a double subject had a dual advantage to stu dents. In the first place, the project permit ted students to explore domains that are often left to the background. One student "enjoyed this assignment because it allowed
[me] to dig into areas of history and life that [I] haven't thought about...." Secondly, they were pleased that they were offered the opportunity to explore their life from a per spective that they had not considered be fore, "I'm pleased with the work that I turned in because I worked hard and did my best to tell my life story with sociological perspective." Given the fact that students have taken numerous classes and yet ex press themselves in this fashion is telling. It underscores the idea that sociological imagi nation is not merely to be learned but needs also to be practiced in order for one to claim that he or she possesses it.
Furthermore, that students were writing about themselves had important conse quences, noting that taking a sociological view of their own lives was a new experi ence. The autobiographical papers that I have read, in spite of their shortcomings, 358_TEACHING SOCIOLOGY reflect that students have exerted a good deal of effort towards their completion. To express the matter in the words of one of the respondents, "I think that if someone enjoys what they are doing they do a better job." On numerous occasions, students have brought to my attention that most of the time they consider writing assignments bor ing because they are too remote from their personal lives or they can hardly relate to them. Students feel that they are obligated to do their assignments for the benefit of the ritual, the ritual of meeting requirements. In contrast, the sociological autobiography project focused on students' lives, yet it was also challenging. According to one student, "It was one of the most difficult assign Because the sociological autobiographical assignment was both pleasurable and chal lenging, a good number of students felt that the project was worthwhile while at the same time acknowledging that their work was far from perfect. One student ex plained, "My impressions of my work are that although I did the best I could, and although I tried to incorporate sociological terms and concepts to my autobiography, I feel that I could have done a better job." Students did indeed make significant altera tions to their final papers before they sub mitted them to the instructor. One student noted, "After writing it and going over the whole paper, I thought about making multi ple changes and perhaps changing the chronological structure somewhat." This is a clear indication that the assignment was taken seriously. And this has two important implications. It suggests that the more stu dents worked on their assignments, the more they took the challenges of sociologi cal imagination in earnest and as a result the assignment left a lasting impression on them. On numerous occasions students have mentioned to me that the assignment was unlike other assignments that they have completed and forgotten afterwards.
Students' perception of their completed autobiography as a work in progress rather than a definitive product provides another reason to believe that the assignment held significance for them. The perception re sulted from two factors: shortage of time and lack of experience. A representative response of the latter case reads thus, "I am not sure if I discussed in full detail my auto biography. Personally, I found it difficult to write about myself, because I have never written an autobiography." But there is an other layer added on top of the absence of a writing experience. Students had to make the effort of writing a systematic sociologi cal autobiography. They had to learn how to establish the connection between historical events and biography. One student ex pressed difficulty with this, as follows, "I experienced a little frustration because I was not sure how to approach the assignment. I had never thought about the effects of dif ferent historical events. ..." Or, students have to know themselves better before they even deal with the problem of the intersec tion between biography and history. On this issue, one student noted, "I believe the final product can be considered a work in pro gress, because there is a lot more that I still need to learn about myself and how I relate to society." Indeed finding the answers as to how one's life history is related to social processes is not a onetime activity. The analysis takes different forms and carries one through a series of chains. And the un dertaking cannot be pulled off in a short time, nor can it be described fully in a short piece. The statement, "I feel that I did a good job for the amount of time we had to complete this assignment" appropriately fits here. All things considered, we can safely conclude that the autobiographical paper that students have written is something that WRITING SOCIOLOGICAL AUTOBIOGRAPHY_359_ they can hardly forget in part because they have gone through a learning process that took multiple forms.
Some students learned the impact of so cial events on their lives during the process of writing the assignment. These students note how difficult at first it was for them to write sociological autobiography because of their inexperience in utilizing the methods of sociological imagination. But once they began working on their projects, the con cepts that they learned started to make sense. As one student concluded, "[Work ing on the project] was hard for me at first, but the more I thought about it the more I realized that I am a product of my sur roundings." In some cases, rereading first drafts provided an additional sociological moment, "What I realized while I was writ ing, and even more after reading the paper again, was the fact that the people in my life were molded by social events and the effect of those events on them have trickled down and as a result made me who I am today." In extreme cases, some students at the out set felt that they did not have much to say about their life, "When I first heard about the assignment I was a little confused. It was hard for me to write about my life be cause at first I didn't believe that I had eight or more pages to write about." In contrast, others thought that the assignment would be an easy one. However, as they wrote their papers, the process went in an unexpectedly different direction. One student expressed his/her experience thus, "Originally I thought this paper was going to be easy to write. As I started to write down my life experiences on paper, I realized this assign ment was going to be very challenging."
Overall, most students reported that the outcome of the assignment was positive. To others, the transition was from an un derstanding of oneself to the understanding of others. As the following quote shows, to these students, the assignment provided a rare moment of self-reflection, "I am ex cited that I completed the assignment, be cause it was an opportunity for me to write Although there are two-way processes (from self-analysis to the understanding of others and vice versa), the assignment by and large made students understand better what sociological imagination is all about, "This paper was actually a lot more than I expected. I was not expecting to learn as much about the sociological imagination or myself as I really did." To memorize socio logical principles is one thing, but trying to apply them to real life situations is another.
As noted by one student, the latter does have an affect on me also." While these shortcomings in student papers were disap pointing, the assignment also had an ex pected yet welcome result.
In some cases the exercise had a cathartic effect. Mostly accessing some information, which they had not dealt with in a long time, was an important process with signifi cant consequences, "I told a classmate that the assignment was like therapy. I was able to come to terms with many experiences that I had overlooked or intentionally placed in the back of my mind." Another student noted, "This paper was almost a healing paper for me. I think, to write an autobio graphical paper, especially a sociological autobiography is like going to a therapist. It really helped me to get a new perspective on past events." Although it is very difficult to tell the long range impact of the thera peutic effect, some students remarked that the writing process made them be qualita tively different. In the words of one student, "All in all, I very much enjoyed [writing] this paper and feel the experience was nec essary in helping me grow even more as a person." Some felt that this is something that needs to be done often. As another stu dent stated, "I learned that I need to spend time periodically and examine myself in order to make adjustments to the direction my life is taking." By and large, students were pleased with the assignment for its enlightening consequences, systematic self reflection, and cathartic effects. But this was not accomplished without encountering difficulties in constructing their autobiogra phies. The following two quotes reflect the method followed by most students, "The break-down that I used to illustrate my life was a linear model. The stages included:
Choices and Difficulties in Constructing Autobiography
Childhood, adolescent and early adulthood, and adulthood." "I chose to do everything chronologically starting with my grandpar ents and ending with me." Students who included the cases of their grandparents had a better chance of putting their autobiogra phy in an historical context, for they had to deal with a trajectory of multiple social events. By and large, the linear approach seems to be much easier to follow than any other method except for the challenges stu Others focused on social or historical events that they thought had an important place in their lives. Here there were two categories of students. There were those who first selected important events and then organized their narration around them. This is exemplified effectively by the student that wrote, "The first step that I used in trying to organize my essay was to find out what social events took place during the years and then I wrote my essay in order of the events as different ideas came up to my mind." These students were simply inter ested in the relationship between important events and the development of their lives without privileging one historical instance over another. On the other hand, other stu dents selected pivotal events on the basis of the extent to which these episodes had im portant bearing on their life course. For instance, one student stated, "I wanted to write something about where I was at . dealing with these issues. Some students mentioned that they were forced to abridge their work once they knew that they had exceeded the requirement, and in the proc ess they ended up rethinking the extent to which their work was sociologically sound.
One student explained this process as fol lows: "This [condensing the paper] proved to be very difficult as I was forced to scruti nize each experience that I had discussed and determine if I was successful in exam ining the event in terms of its sociological significance." Even after making the deci sion on what was pertinent, students had to establish connections among the different moments in their life history. Certainly, the autobiographical sketch is not a mere clus ter of different life events. To someone who is trying to make sense of his or her auto biographical chapters, he/she has to con sider their interconnectedness and how pre vious moments had a bearing on subsequent ones.
Most students have indicated that the least difficult part of their paper was writing about their personal lives, "The least diffi cult experience is that it was about my life not another [sic] topic." Quite a few stu dents noted how the burden of writing a sociological autobiography was lessened because it involved self-reflection. The words of one student make this clear, "I love writing about myself and loved think ing back on my life and exploring my own socialization process." As a result, some students were able to meet the page require ment effortlessly, "The least difficult ex perience was getting the right amount of pages . . . because once I started to write the words just started to flow. ..." With older students meeting the page requirement was even easier. An older student spoke to this matter when he/she stated, "So much has taken place in my life and in society that I had more than enough material to put in the paper." All in all, to most students the assignment was an important exercise that made them realize?contrary to what they had thought originally?that they had much to say about themselves. The more they wrote, the more they were able to con tinue writing.
However, due to personal reasons, for some students information for their projects was not always easily accessible. These students noted that it was difficult for them to revisit memories that they had intention ally suppressed. As one student explained, "For me it was very hard to write this paper because there were things from the past that I had to remember. . . . Many of these things I had blocked out and even though I did not speak of some of these events in my paper, I remembered many of them in the course of writing it." On the other hand, in addition to their "ontological security" be ing challenged as a result of recollecting past experiences, some students felt awk ward talking about issues that they normally keep to themselves. One student explained this discomfort as follows, "The most diffi cult part was writing about things that I keep private to myself. What I wrote in the paper is stuff I would not tell everybody, but I included it anyway because it is stuff that has formed the way I am today." Con sequently, maintaining a balance between writing an autobiography and not getting too personal was a dilemma these students dealt with. One student got at the heart of this dilemma when he/she opined, "The most difficult part of the paper was to not get too personal. I understand it is an auto biography, but I am a private person." One student was much more specific, "The most difficult experience in writing my paper was making sure that I didn't get too personal. I didn't want to talk about my emotions too much when I was talking about my parents' divorce." Some were caught between keep ing it to themselves and writing about some thing which they believed is sociologically important, "Some of [my] personal experi ences were painful, yet they were vital to include for the reader to understand my position." In the end, to these students, although the process of writing their autobi ography was punctuated by interruptions due to the recollection of unpleasant memo ries, the completion of their project was in their best interest. One student expressed this paradox by noting, "I had to take many breaks in order to gather myself [sic] . I feel that this paper has helped me to understand many things about myself and has helped me confront some past demons."
Indeed writing about personal troubles is not easy. However, what was really diffi cult for most students was writing an auto biography which is sociological in nature. The following quote represents the feelings of many students, "The entire time I was writing the paper I was worried that it was n't sociological enough. I didn't know whether or not I had to point out what ex actly was sociological about the paper." Student comments such as this one imply two things. For one: students were deter mined to meet the parameters set for the assignment. They wanted to make sure that their autobiographical note was truly socio logical, and the efforts that they made al lowed them to rise to the level of an appro priate understanding. Second, students' reservations demonstrate that the possession of sociological gaze involves more than memorizing its core ideas. Practicing socio logical imagination is not easy even after taking various sociology classes. Sociologi cal imagination is a "linguistic habi tus" (Bourdieu [1991] The Challenge of Applying Sociological
Concepts
Even when students had a cautious mind set, finding suitable sociological terms and making them congruent with their essays was not an easy task as explained in the following student quote, "The most difficult experience [sic] I had were using sociologi cal terms, fitting many years of experiences in a 10-page or less paper and explaining how changes in society shaped my experi ences." While reading student papers, on numerous occasions, I encountered socio logical terms that were tangentially related to the autobiography. The terms were in deed related to the experience that they were explaining, but students had trouble in establishing an organic link between con cepts and the autobiographical material. As one student explained, "I tried to apply the terms as best I could, but I found that it was hard to explain the term without sounding like it was out of a dictionary."
Despite the aforementioned problems, virtually every student used a minimum of four sociological terms (at least in passing)
while narrating the trajectory of their lives.
On average, students utilized seven socio logical terms. The following are the most frequently used terms: "gender roles," "privilege," "social and cultural trends," "class," "economic system," "structural change," "elite," "social institutions," " ascribed status," " achieved status,"
"ethnicity," "race," "identity,"
"discrimination," "prejudice,"
"stereotype," "status," "patriarchy" "class mobility," "socialization," "gender stratifi cation," "self-fulfilling prophecy,"
"feminism," "norms and values," "stratification," and "social movements."
Occasionally used terms included:
"paradigm," and "brain-drain." While most students in their post-assignment responses did not specifically address the terms that they used, few students exclusively focused on concepts related to certain areas of the discipline as in the case of one student who dealt with "the self and identity." On the other extreme, there were students who abandoned the idea of writing a socio logical autobiography altogether and used sociological terms only aberrantly. They thought that just narrating their autobiogra phy in spite of sociological language was enough to earn a passing grade. These stu dents decided to write plain autobiography despite my insistence that they should abide by the premise of sociological imagination.
Others had their own justification as to why they did not venture into the business of using sociological terminology. These stu dents felt that they should not use terms for the benefit of the ritual. One student ex plained, "I thought that there would have been ample opportunity for me to utilize my sociological vocabulary, but when I tried to plug in words the paper felt forced." One student even felt that the usage of sociologi cal terms acted as a hindrance in the proc ess of writing his/her paper. His/Her argu ment, however, was not based on the epis temological position that concepts may hin der us from going into areas beyond what they depict. This student wrote, "Using sociological terms in my essay was very difficult for me, due to the fact that these terms are not in my everyday vocabulary. I did not [find] using them as an aid, if any thing they were a hindrance."
On the other hand, most students were not only well aware of the fact that they were expected to write a sociological piece, but they also worked hard toward attaining that end. The following comment is repre sentative of what respondents felt about using sociological terminology, "Using so ciological terms in my paper, I felt, gave a little more credibility to what I was say ing?like going one step past opinion."
Most students also thought that with more time they could have used more concepts, "I felt that I used a decent amount of socio logical terms. However, I felt that I could have used more. The part which I struggled with was implementing terms in scenarios which I lived." The difficulty comes in part as a result of the distinction students made between their school work and their per sonal lives. One student spoke on behalf of most students when he/she said, "I realize this is a sociology class, so the inclusion of [sociological] terms is fine, but I did not want to go overboard ... I enjoy sociology very much, but I do not use these terms out of class." It is not uncommon for students to wrongly assume that sociological terms are meant to be used in a classroom setting only. This compartmentalized view has im portant implications which sociology in structors have to consider seriously.
Even when sociological terms are used, students are not sure if they applied them fittingly. As one student expressed, "I really had a difficult time adding sociologi cal terms. It seemed that when I used [them] , even in the correct context, they didn't seem to flow with the rest of the pa per." Accordingly, in order to avoid the ambivalence of using terms appropriately or not using them at all, some students decided to play it safe. One said, "I tended to use basic sociological terms; in-groups, out groups, social factors, social norms, noth ing too complex." Or students were forced to consult their sociology textbooks to make sure that they were not misusing concepts.
Quite a few students indicated that they consulted their textbooks to find out helpful terms, for the sociological concepts were not coming to them naturally. One student expressed surprise at this when he/she stated, "After taking so many different soci ology courses I believed that using socio logical terms would be an easy task. ... I had to look in the glossary of prior text books to remember any terms that are di rectly [related] to my personal experi ences." The advantage of referring to text books is that students learn more as they try to make sure that they use concepts appro priately. However, there were exceptions to the rule. In some instances, students felt that using sociological terms was not as difficult as they first thought it would be. In the words of one respondent, "At first, I thought this task [using sociological terms] would be very difficult. However, it wasn't as hard as I initially thought it to be. . . .A concern I did have was that I was not sure if I had used an ample amount of terms."
CONCLUSION
The data recounted here is informational both in terms of its pedagogical implications for teaching sociology and the personal ad vantages for those who take the challenges of examining the intersection between auto biography and social history. In general, the data clearly indicate the importance of en gaging students in a reflective assessment of their own learning. Thus assessors need to consider the views of students rather than acting from outside.6 More specifically, the pedagogical implications are centered on three issues. First, sociological imagination is not simply about understanding how soci ety works or how social forces influence the individual or how the autobiographical and the historical intersect. There is no doubt that understanding these features of the so cial world is important. Grasping the princi ples of sociology is indeed the first and a decisively important step. Yet it is not enough. We cannot judge students on the basis of only a set of questions that we write to "measure" their knowledge. Only by setting it in motion in the minds of those who are interested in it can we pave the way for the attainment of sociological con sciousness. Hence, acquiring sociological 6On this point, I am grateful to one of the reviewers who brought it to my attention.
366_TEACHING SOCIOLOGY imagination is a developmental process. It involves at least two steps: understanding its discursive principles and then examining how these principles work in real life situa tions. Failing in either one of them makes one vulnerable to a pseudo-sociological reasoning. More than anything, the posses sion of sociological imagination implies that one has an active mind-set that allows him or her to participate in sociological storytel ling. This storytelling is different from ordi nary narration because the sociological nar rator does not merely repeat the story that he or she has heard from instructors. Those who have the sociological disposition are able to construct a different story without betraying the discipline's critical precepts. Put differently, they can improvise using their sociological language.7
Secondly, sociological imagination should be viewed as a disposition, a mind-set, in competition with other forms of understand ing. Students who come to sociology classes do not drop very easily their previous dis positions, even after taking various classes.
The instructor should bear in mind that there are obstacles to possessing sociologi cal imagination. It is worth reiterating that its possession requires more than the ac quirement of sociological concepts. The student of sociology must be able to speak the language of sociology. But language acquisition is a process that takes a good amount of time. If indeed sociological imagination is a form of linguistic habitus, it can only be learned over time. We should bear in mind that students struggle with the old habitus as they try to develop a new one. The speaker of the new language be comes successful only when he/she sus pends the old language and speaks the new language without confusing the modes of operation of the two. And in the process of teaching sociological language a one-way 7Speaking sociological language does not mean merely using sociological terms. Socio logical language is different from ordinary lan guage since it involves the willingness to con sider new data and the keenness to view social processes in a different light. direction is not fruitful. The distinction be tween the instructor who acts as the speaker of sociological language, and students, who are on the other side listening to the same language, must change. The instructor must play the role of facilitator, and students must be required to be active listeners who are on their way to sharpen their sociologi cal language. Active listening is not enough. Students must become practicing speakers whose newly acquired language is both a medium of communication and a disposition to view the social world with a different perspective.
Third, assignments should be both inter esting as well as challenging.8 Indeed it is not easy to find topics so close to the stu dents' lives like the sociological autobiogra phy. Nonetheless, an effort must be made in order to make the assignment as exciting as possible. This can be done by showing them the relevance of what they are doing and by making it closer to their personal lives. The entire project may not be centered on their autobiography. But a great deal can be ac complished by at least adding a section de voted to this purpose. For instance, an in structor who teaches social movements can give his/her students assignments that moti vate students to examine the impact of so cial movements on them or at least they could be encouraged to find the indirect connection between them and their autobi ography. With regard to personal advantages, two points are worth noting. First the sociologi cal autobiography assignment had results that were not intended. It never occurred to me that the exercise would serve as both an instrument of self-reflection and healing. Student responses clearly indicate that by understanding the intersection between autobiography and social history we can be 8This is by no means to suggest that only assignments that are interesting are fruitful. Nor is it intended to imply that all learning can be reduced into an interesting exercise. It is not unusual for me to hear from my students that the theory classes that I teach are too dry to be taken seriously.
